transfer are discussed in terms of a unique empirical data set on subsidiaries and their internal and external knowledge linkages. We reveal empirical findings from the Centres of Excellence project and discuss how subsidiaries handle dilemmas related to the transfer of knowledge.
Different types of dilemma
Research on knowledge flows has attempted to identify some factors that inhibit or facilitate knowledge flows between MNC units. Szulanski (1996) explored 'internal stickiness' of knowledge, i.e. factors that impede the intra-firm transfer of knowledge. He found that transferring knowledge within a corporation is far from easy. He identified two sets of factors, motivational and knowledge-related, which impede the internal knowledge transfer (internal stickiness). The latter stems from the tacit, context-specific and ambiguous kind of knowledge, which is difficult to transfer from one location to another, while the former is related to the subsidiary's motivation to apply the time and resources necessary to conduct the transfer. The knowledge-related impediments to knowledge transfer stem from the observation that knowledge development is context or relation specific. Knowledge is most valuable in its own context, while there may be obstacles to applying the knowledge in a different context. Therefore, the knowledge may not be useful for other MNC units operating in other local environments. In essence, there is an inherent conflict between a subsidiary's ability to create new knowledge, on one hand, and the possibility to transfer and use that knowledge within the MNC on the other (Forsgren et al., 2000) .
Problems arise when knowledge is moved from one context to another, and the receiver loses some, if not all, of the knowledge's original meaning. For an outsider, such as a company's headquarters, to retrieve local embedded knowledge, such as knowledge generated in the relationship between a subsidiary and a specific customer, is often difficult and sometimes impossible. Even if the knowledge is codified, articulated and stored in the organizational memory, a substantial distance exists between the informant who encodes data and the organization/person that needs to decode it (Krippendorff, 1975) . Due to these concerns, absent context affects knowledge transmission between the encoding and decoding stages (Alavi and Leidner, 2001) , and as Cowan et al. (2000: 225) write: 'What is codified for one person or group may be tacit for another and an utterly impenetrable mystery for a third.' Knowledge embedded in one context is, therefore, of less value in another context, a devaluing caused by the problem of separating
